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DETERMINING W110 IS RESPONSIBLE FOR WHAT AND TO WHOM

THE NATURE OF ACCOUNTABILITY

Accountability has always been a basic concept in public education, as it is in

all public affairs, although idcas about how to accomplish it have changed. In

education, accountability implies not only that teachers, principals, and other school

people should be held responsible to parents, other citizens, and their elected

repratntatives, but that parents are responsible for sending their children to school.

In recent ycars, problems in urban schooling have given rise to the idea that

carefully created systems of accountability might spur school improvement, and even

school restructuring (McDonnell, 1989). Obviously, the "natural accountability" of face-

to-face contacts in small communities 's impossible in big city schools. Urban school

districts are als. often extremely large, and they serve many and diverse constituents

and function with layers of bureaucracy. The goal is, therefore, to create planned

structures for such schools and districts that can ensure accountability equal to or better

than thc "natural" kind.

As has quickly become clear, devising a system of genuine accountability is a

complex task, involving a careful sorting of responsibilities and a thoughtful set of

measures for assessing school effectiveness and student progrcss. Each attempt to

make a big city school accountable must involve the questions: "Who is responsible?"

"For what?" and "To whom?" (OERI State Accountability Study Group, 1989). The

answers to these questions are not always easy to ascertain, and developing a systcm of

accountability based on them is likttly to be multifaceted and complex.
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Even when the goal is to make teachers responsible for the quality of learning,

certain methods of trying to achieve it constrain school practices in ways that actually

make learning less likely for students. Given such complications, it is not surprising that

policymakers have often reached for the apparently easiest strategymonitoring

students' test scoresand have sometimes even linked kcy decisions (promotions,

graduation, tcachcr and school rcwards or sanctions) to such measures, presumably as a

means of achieving accountability.

However, performance indicators, such as test scores and dropout rates, are

information for the accountability system; they arc not thc system itself. Accountability

(i.e., respoasible practice and responsiveness to clients) occurs only when a useful set of

processes exists for interpreting and acting on thc information. In fact, if school

indicators arc improperly designed or unintelligently used, they can actually undermine

accountability.

ACCOUNTABILITY AS A 'SYSTEM

An accountability system is a set of commitments, policies, and practices that

are designed to:

1) heighten the Abability that students will bc exposed to good
instructional pra.kices in a supportive learning environment;

2) reduce the likelihood that harmful practices will be employed; and

3) provide internal self-correctives in thc systcm to identify, diagnose, and
changes courses of action that are harmful or ineffective.

Assessment data are helpful to the extent that they provide relevant, valid,

timely, and useful information about how much individual students are learning and

how well schools are serving them. But these kinds of data are only a tiny part of the

'Mal accountability process. Accountability also encompasses how a school or school

system hires, evaluates, and suppons its staff; how it relates to studLnts and parents;

how it manages its daily affairs; how it makes decisions; how it ensures that the best

available knowledge will be acquired and used; how it evaluates its own functioning, as

well as students' progress; how it tackles problems; and how it provides incentives for

continual improvement.



TYPES OF EDUCATIONAL ACCOUNTABILITY

In education, as in other enterprises in our society, at least five types of

accountability mechanisms exist along side each other (Darling-Hammond, 1989):

Political Accountability. Legislators and school board members, for
example, must regularly stand for election.

Legal Accountability. Citizens can ask the courts to hear complaints
about the public schools' violation of laws regarding, for example,
desegregation or equal educational opportunity.

Bureaucratic Accountability. District and state education offices
promulgate rules and regulations intended to ensure that schooling
takes place according to set standards.

Professional Accountabiliiy. Teachers and other school staff must
acquire specialized knowledge, pass certification exams, and uphold
professional standards of practice.

Market Accountability. Parents and students may choose the courses or
schools they believe are most appropriate. They may also be involved
in other, more direct means of participating in school decision-making.

All of these accountability mechanisms have their strengths and weaknesses,

and each is more or less appropriate for certain goals. Political mechanisms can help

establish general policy directions, but they do not allow citizens to judge each decision

by elected officials and they do not necessarily secure the rights of minorities. Legal

recourse is useful in establishing and defending individual and group rights, but not

every education decision is subject to court action and not all citizens have access to the

COWS.

Bureaucratic mechanisms are appropriate when standard procedures will

produce desired outcomes, but they can be counterproductive when clients have unique

and different needs. Professional mechanisms are important when services require

complex knowledge and decisionmaking to meet clients' individual needs, but they do

not always take competing public goals, such as better services versus cost containment,

into account. Finally, market mechanisms are helpful when consumer preferences vary

widely and the state has no direct interest in controlling choice, but they do not ensure

that all citizens will have access to services of a given quality.
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Because of these limits, no single form of accountability operates alone in any

major areas of public life. The choice of accountability tools, and the balance among

different forms of accountability, is conntantly shifting as problems emerge, as social

goals charge, and as new circumstances arise.

In education, thc power of electoral accountability, exemplified in the authority

of school boards, has waxed and waned over thc past 20 years. In the same period,

legal forms of accountability have grown, as court cases have been used to settle

educational policy, and bureaucratic forms of accountability have expanded through

increased policymaking at the district and state levels. Recently, market accountability,

the least used form, has been expanded somewhat through magnet schools and school

choice. Finally, bard on an expanding knowledge base and efforts to create more

meaningful standards of practice, professional accountability is gaining currency as a

way to improve teaching. Nevertheless, of all these forms, bureaucratic and legal

accountability now outweigh ail othersand some experts suggest that these two forms

may have overextended their reach.

Because bureaucratic, professional, and market accountability tools arc all

currently being proposed as strategies for school improvement, it is important to

understand what each offers and where they may conflict.

BUREAUCRATIC ACCOUNTABILITY

The strength of bureaucratic accountability is its goal of ensuring equal

standardized education. In a bureaucratic apprnach to school management, schools are

seen as agents of government to be administered by hierarchical decisionmaking.

Policies are made at the top of thc system and handed down to administrators w'm

translate them into rules and procedures. Teachers follow these rules and procedures

(class schedules, curriculum guides, textbooks, rules for promotion and s ig nment of

students, etc.), and students are processed according to them.

Bureaucratic accountability offers the hope of finding the "one best system,"

codified by law and specified by regulations, under which all students may be educa'ed.

Bureaucratic forms of accountability assume the following:

4
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I) that students are sufficiently standardized so they will respond in
identical and predictable ways to the "treatments" devised by
policymakers and their principle agents;

2) that sufficient knowledge of which treatments to prescribe is both
available and generalizable to all educational circumstances;

3) that this knowledge can be translated into standardized rules for
practice, which in turn can be maintained through regulatory and
inspection systems; and

4) that administrators and ieachers can and will faithfully implement the
prcscriptions for practice.

In thc bureaucratic model, teachers are held accountable for implementing

curricular and testing policies, most often prescribed at the district and state levels,

whether or not thc prcscriptions are appropriate in particular instances for particular

students. Their own knowledge about learning theory and pedagogy may actually be a

liability if it conflicts with these policies. (In fact, current knowledge about learning

suggests that such conflicts will frequently occur, since students learn in different ways

and at different ratcs undcr diffcrcnt circumstances, and effective teaching strategies

must be flexible, adaptive, and ma-uniform to meet these needs.) However, thc

burcaucratic model does not seek to ensure that teachers are higfily knowledgeable,

since it presumes that many important decisions will bc made by others in the hierarchy

and handcd down to teachers in packaged form. Under this system, teachers cannot be

held accountable for meeting the individual necds of thcir students; thcy can only be

held accountable for following standard operating procedures.

Insofar as bureaucratic accountability mandates standardized curricular and

instructional practices, the options for school-based management (which gives meaning

to magnets and other schools of choice) are also limited. Thus, both professional

accountability and market accountability may conflict with certain forms of bureaucratic

accountability.

PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTABILITY

Professional accountability, whether for doctors, lawyers, or teachers, starts

from very different assumptions than does bureaucratic accountability. Unlike

bureaucratic accountability, whose goal is uniformity and standardization, professional

accountability seeks to create practices that are client-oriented and knowledge-based.

5
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It assumcs that, since decisions about different clients' needs are too complex and

individualistic to be prescribed from afar, the system must be structured to ensure that

practitioners will be able to make responsible decisions. It aims, therefore, to ensure

professional competence through rigorous preparation, certification, selection and

evaluation, and continuous peer review. It requires that practitioners make decisions

on the basis of the best available professional knowledge, and that their first

commitment be to the welfare of the client.

Rather than aiming to regulate practices, this model seeks to ensure that the

persons charged with students' care will be highly knowledgeable, competent, and

committed, as parents, and students themselves, have a right to expect. The quality of

staff hired and retained is a key component of professional accountability.

Consequently, a professional accountability system must pay particular attention to

personnel policies gAverning the preparation, hiring, and evaluation of teachers and

other staff; the support given to their ongoing learning; and the assessment vehicles

that exist for evaluating classroom and school practiccs, as well as student progress.

For educators to make the intellectual and ethical decisions inherent in

professional accountability, they must have the knowledge and skills to support

responsible decisionmaking. must also work under fewer rules about what is

taught, when, and how, so that decisions can be made in response to students' needs

rather than in response to regulations.

Because professional responsibility is explicitly directed toward the diverse

needs of students, it often contravenes standardized practice, and thus some forms of

bureaucratic accountability. A professionally responsible teacher may decide that some

or all of his or her students would be better taught using books other than a mandated

text that is poorly constructed, at an inappropriate reading level, or biased in its

depiction of certain racial, ethnic, or cultural groups. The teacher may be aware that

the learning styles of some students would be better r !ressed by one set of teaching

methods or materials than by another prescribed for genaal use, and would insist,

drawing on professional knowledge about assessment, that no decinion about any

student be made solely on the basis of a single test scorc or other standardized

measure.
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The potential benefit of professional accountability is a focus on the

appropriateness of decisions for students' needs. The potential pitfall is that, if

professional standards are not rigorously enforced for preparation and for ongoing

practice, educators' individually-oriented decisions may tzejme idiosyncratic rather than

well-grounded in professional knowledge and ethics.

THE BALANCE BETWEEN EQUITY AND PRODUCTIVITY

In deciding which ;ispects of education should be relegated to bureaucratic

accountability and which should be left to professional accountability, it is useful to

distinguish between equity and productivity concerns (Wise & Gendler, 1989). Equity

issues generally must be resolved by higher units of governance, because they "arise out

of the conflicting interests of majorities and minorities and of the powerful and

powerless," and because local institutions are often captive to majoritarian politics and

"intentionally and unintentionally discriminate" (p. 206). Matters such as the allocation

of resources and guarantecs of equal access can and should be regulated by a higher

level of government.

On the other hand, productivity questions cannot be solved most effectively by

bureaucratic regulation, since, at its best, teaching knowledge is used in a highly

individualized manner. Thus, state- and district-level policy decisions about teaching

methods and school processes cannot meet the needs of varying school and student

circumstances. Improving studert and school achievement demands discretionary

decisions safeguarded by professional accountability.

The growth of bureaucratic forms of accountability in recent decades has made

it clear that top-down decisionmaking cannot solve all problems, and that

overregulation may . t times undermine accountability. In addition to prescribing

practices that are likely to be inappropriate for some students, hierarchical

decisionmaking often leaves no one accountable for results. When school level staff are

not responsible for making decisions, they also do not become responsible for finding

solutions to school problems.

The fact that differm student needs and school circumstances require different

strategies has brought renewed attention to methods for lodging greater authority and

responsibility at the school and classroom level. Two concepts currently receiving a
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great deal of attention are schoo? choice, which aims to create more market

accountability, and school-based nanagement, which relies on greater professional and

political accoun

MARKET ACCOUNTAWL1TY

Magnet schools and other choice plans are based on quasi-market mechanisms.

These market mechanisms are supposed to make schools more accountable in at least

two ways: (1) by letting "customers" choose, schools are expected to work harder to

provide services that parents or students want; and (2) by allowing choice, the market is

expected to reveal that undersubscribed schools have problems that policymakers

should address.

Several questions are raised by market accountability as it now exists. Most

immediately are these: How do students and their parents currently make school

choices? What indicators should schools provide to the public for students and their

parents to be informed consumers of public education? What positive measures, other

than changing schools, can parents and students take when schools do not meet their

needs? And, what vehicles might increase feedback about parents' and students'

opinions of schooling? The possibility of greater feedback to schools and policymakers,

and greater options for informed consumers, are among the major potential benefits of

choice plans.

Even under the best conditions, however, choice alone is not enough to ensure

full client accountability. For one thing, when the most desirable schools have already

been filled, there are still a great many students left to be served and a number of

schools, desirable or not, which must serve them. If no other public policy mechanisms

are in place to support improvements in all schools, choice will only make marginal

adjustments in the mix of students in some schools; it will not produce a general

increase in the quality of education across the board.

Not surprisingly, market accountability can create tensions with other forms of

accountability. Insofar as bureaucratic accountability standardizes what is offered in

different schools, it minimizes meaningful choice. Even though professional

accountability implies a client orientation, parent participation may be problematic for

8
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teachers, since decisions based on professional knowledge may not always coincide with

parents' wishes.

Finally, accountability in public education has traditionally assumed that the

state, district, and school should all be held accountable at different levels for public

education: the state for equitable financing, the district for hiring practices and other

resource allocations, and the schools for curriculum and teaching decisions. But in

cases of interdistrict choice, where students can attend any school in a state, the district

loses its clear-cut public. As voters, parents hold the state acco-ntable; as consumers

choosing a particular school, they can hold the school accountable. But once their

children leave the district in which they reside, they sever electoral accountability at the

district level.

Other proposals, such as those for school restructuring and new forms of

school management, suggest that client accountability must also be promoted through

school structures for shared governance, accessible review and appals processes, and

parent involvement in decisions about their own children.

SCHOOL-BASED MANAGEMENT

In the last several years, as emerging research has suggested that bureaucratic

accountability, with its emphasis on regulatory standardization, is counterproductive for

creating the best education for diverse bodies of students, school restructuring

proposals have called for local ownership of education, or school-based management.

These proposals assume that the greatest aocountability is owcd to students and their

parcnts, and that teachers and other professionals at the school site should be

predominantly accountable.

Most school-based management proposals call for shared decisionmaking

among faculty, staff, parcnts, and students. They assume that better decisions will be

made when those who are closest to the situation, and who must live with the decisions,

are involved. Where parcnt and student participation is called for, these initiatives

introduce a form of electoral accountability that is otherwise very weak in large,

impersonal school systems. As greater authority is vested in school faculties,

professional accountability mcchanisms, which aim to ensuie the competencn and

9
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commitment of staff, should also be strengthened so that this authority will be well-

used.

Several questions arise: How much latitude should be left to school level

communities to define and monitor their educational processes and outcomes?

Conversely, in a system where significant authority devolves to the school level, how

much responsibility should state governments and local districts still bear for students'

treatment and for their achievement? A key question for school-based management

proposals is whether states and districts should be accountable for regulating inputs

(resources) or outcomes (measures of achievement).

Wise and Gendler (1989) have argued persuasively that, when a state

guarantees equality of financial resources, it encourages local initiative, equalizes the

capacity of poor districts to secure a sufficient and highly qualified teaching force, and

permits schools from poor districts to choose among curriculum and equipment options,

just as wealthy districts do. When a state regulates outputs, however, by mandating

achievement outcomes defined by standardized tests, its "effort to produce equal

education ends up degrading learning for all. Individuality, creativity, and depth are

lost; all that is retained is uniformity, conventionality, and trivial skills" (p. 36).

Yet, states must have some way of evaluating how well schools are discharging

their tesponsibilities to students. In some cases, this evaluation function may be best

delegated to local school districts, accreditation agencies, or other organizations with

special expertise. Regardless of who evaluates, however, a major problem is that the

measures used to evaluate student and school progressand the ways in which these

measures are used in decisionmakinghave major effects on the quality of education

itself. Thus, it is important to decide who chooses tile measures for assessing students

and schools, and whether those measures are valid and useful for the different purposes

they may be asked to serve.

A related concern is the balancing of different accountability mechanisms as

changes are sought. If schools are to rely less on hierarchical regulation to define their

processes, then other forms of accountability must be strengthened to protect students'

welfare. Greater guarantees of staff competence and commitment would accompany

more stringent professional accountability mechanisms. Greater voice for parents and

10
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students would accompany more powerful political accountability mechanisms involving

participatory decisionmaking at the school site. Greater incentives to attend to

consumers' wishes might result from enhanced market accountability mechanisms

involving school choice. The key is to find the right mix of tools to provide support for

school improvements that will encourage responsible and responsive education.

Ideally, each level of the system would assume its appropriate share of

responsibility:

States would be responsible for providing equal and adequate
resources to schools and for ensuring the enforcement of equity
standards and standards of professional certification.

School districts would be accountable for the policies they adopt
(including everything from staff hiring standards to paperwork
requirements), for equity in the distribution of school resources, and
for creating processes that make them responsive to the needs and
concerns of parents, students, and school-level staff.

Schools would be accountable for equity in the internal distribution of
resources, for adopting policies that reflect professional knowledge, for
establishing means for continual staff learning, for creating problem-
identification and problem-solving processes that drive continual
improvements, and for responding to parent, student, and staff ideas.

leachers would be accountable for identifying and meeting the needs
of individual students based on professional knowledge and standards
of practice, for continually evaluating their own and their colleagues'
practiccs, for seeking new knowledge, and continually revising their
strategics to better meet the needs of students.

CONCLUSION

Massive testing or any other data collection effort does not create an

accountability system, nor does it guarantee improvement in urban or non-urban

schools. A school or school district creates various policies and practices that make it

more accountable by using many different tools, including methods for teacher and

parent participation in decisionmaking, bureaucratic regulations, legal recourse,

safeguards and support for the competence of staff, and options for choice. Data

about student and school progress should inform the systcm so that responsible

decisions are made and problems are corrected when they arise.
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Since each accountability tool has different strengths and weaknesses and

prcvides different incentives, a careful blend of methods is needed to improve schools

for all students. Although simple answers are appealing, it is only by struggling with

tough questions of who is responsible, for what, and to whom that education,

particularly in large urban schools, becomes truly responsive to students, parents,

educators, politicians, and the general public.

12
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USING STATISTICAL INDICATORS

THE VALUE OF INDICATORS

Recently, in response to pressure to improve American education, particularly

in urban areas, states, districts, and local schools have moved rapidly to put

accountability systems into place. Although there is widespread pressure on schools to

find better ways to attend to their "bottom line"student learningideas about how to

both stimulate and measure school improvement are still in their infancy. One aspect

of the accountability quest is the search for types of information about school and

student performance that can be used on a regular basis to inform policymakers, the

public, and educators about educational trends and needs. While most educators and

researchers agree that accountability systems need multiple indicators, there is less

agreement about what these indicators should be, or who should be responsible for

determining them.

There is also disagreement about how indicators should be used in an

accountability system. Some proposals suggest that measures of educational outcomes,

such as standardized test scores or school graduation rates, can bc used to "hold schools

accountable" by triggering rewards, sanctions, or remedial actions. Thc implication is

that accountability is achieved by collecting a limited number of performance statistics

and using them to "motivate" schools.

Other views suggest that a wider range of indicators is probably necessary for

understanding how schools are performing and whether students are benefiting from

their studies. This is because it is difficult to interpret outcome measures without also

examining information about student characteristics, along with school processes,

13
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activities, and resources. Increases or declines in test scores, for example, may be due

to school variables--changes in school practices, teacher quality, or teaching

methodsbut they may also be the result of many othet factors, including changes in

the population of students taking the test.

Furthermore, there is the question of whether and how the availability of

statistical data makes schools more responsible for using good practices and more

responsive to the needs of their clients, that is, more accountable. As noted in the

previous section, accountable schools establish policies and practices in all areas likely

to produce responsible and responsive education for their students. Their

accountability systems enable them to set goals or standards and to diagnose how well

they are meeting them; the schools establish processes by which these standards are

likely to be achieved or maintained; and they include ways of correcting problems when

they arise. While good indicators can help inform and improve school operations, the

indicators themselves do not create accountability. In fact, indicators that are poor

measurcs, or arc badly used, can actually undermine accountability by creating incorrect

assumptions about what schools are doing and what students arc learning.

Whatever the chosen indicators, each is generally used to support broad

inferencesfor instance, whether there has been a decline in educational achievement,

or how U.S. students' mathematics achievement fares in comparison to those in other

countries. At the same time, because of cost, a small number of indicators tend to be

chosen because they are simple to gather. Concerns about cost and convenience can

easily result in failure to assess higher order thinking skills well, since such assessment

requires tasks that take studoits longer to perform and costs more to evaluate. Similar

concerns for cost and efficiency may also prevent collection of enough data to test

ahernate hypotheses for the trends observed. For example, arc average test score

increases due to morc advanced course taking by some students, or due to increased

student dropout rates by low-scoring students? In the latter circumstance, an increase in

average test scores, caused by exclusion of the lower scorers, might occur without any

student actually increasing his or her achievement.

Clearly, it is important for those developing indicator systems to consider

carefully what they want to measure, how they can best measure it, and what other

information they need to interpret trends intelligently. As individual schools, school

14
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districts, ant: State Education Departments begin to develop more complex

accountability systems, several issues concerning indicators should be considered.

CRITERIA FOR CHOOSING INDICATORS

Indicators should offer at least one of the following types of information

(Oakes, 1986; Koretz, 1989):

1. Problem-oriented information. Indicators should be able to detect
current problems or alert school systems to potential difficulties.
Tracking teacher turnover or stulent mobility are examples.

2. Policy relevant information. Indicators should not only describe
conditions of interest to policymakers, but the conditions should be
described in a way that is amenable to change by policy decisions. For
example, if state policymakers want more students to take academic
courses in high school, indicators of course taking should show which
types of students in which typcs of schools or districts are not taking
these courses, so that policymakers will know where to targct their
efforts.

3. Information on educational outcomes. Data might include graduation
or dropout rates; college attendance rates; measures of responsible
citizenry, such as voting rates or participation in civic service activities;
or measures of learning (e.g., achievement test scores; assessment of
student work products, such as writing samples; evaluation of
participation in exhibitions such as science fairs, student publications or
newspapers, debates, dramatic productions).

4. Information on students' backgrounds and placements. Indicators
cannot be interpreted meaningfully without knowing which students are
involved. For example, if a school's student population is highly
mobile, test scores intended to measure student growth at different
points in time may not even be measuring thc samc students.
Similarly, monitoring equality of acccss to school opportunities requires
knowing which school outcomes arc associated with different groups of
students and what types of schooling they arc experiencing.

5. Information about school context factors. Somc school context data,
such as the qualification of teachers, or the use of teaching methods
known to encourage the acquisition of higher order skills, have already
been shown to be linked to outcomes. However, other data might
provide information on central inputs and processes of the systemfor
example, financial resources, teachers' work load, schools' general
curriculum offerings. These are needed in order to understand how
the system works, even though research may not as yet have linked all
of thcm directly to performance.
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ASSESSING SCHOOL CONTEXT

In ordcr to understand what is happening in schools, it is important to have

indicators to characterize the resources, people, and activities that shape students'

school tAperiences. Oakes (1989) notes that school context indicators can offer clues

about why schools achieve the outcomes they do, and they can prevent schools from

de-envhasizing important but unmeasured goaLs iii 'Icier to look good" on the limited

outcomt measures that are now available. School cot text measures enable those using

an accountability system to disaggregate data by gender, race, and class, and to examine

the availability of equal educational opportunities. They also allow disaggregation by

important subgroups, such as students in academic or vocational tracks.

Although fscal and other school resources (relatively easy to tabulate) are a

necessary prerequisite for good schooling, they don't directly correlate with student

achievement; this is because such organizational practices as student placement policies,

curriculum decisions, and the time devoted to learning, all mediate thc use of resources

(Madaus, Kellaghan, Rakow, & King, 1979). Nonetheless, resources do influence

students' oppor Jnities to learn and thus ultimately affect their achievement.

Therefore, it is important is to understand where various resources fit in the larger

scheme of schooling so that useful measures can be constructed.

Drawing on a large base of educational research, Oakes (1989) suggests that

three interrelated variables are important to school achievement, and that each of these

can be tapped with a set of indicators. The first, access to knowledge, is the extent to

which schools provide students with oppIrtunities to learn various domains of

knowledge and skills. The second,press for achievement, is the mix of opportunities and

incentives schools provide students to work hard and achieve. Tin third, professional

teaching conditions, are thc environmental factors that can empower or constrain

teachers and administrators as they create and implement instructional programs. As

shown on thc chart below, a set of indicators can be created for each.
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Access to Knowledge

Teacher Qualifications
Instructional Time
Course Offerings
Grouping Practices
Materials, Equipment
Teaching Methods
Academic Supports
Enrichment Activities
Parent Involvement
Faculty Beliefs

INDICATORS OF SCHOOL CONTEXT

Press for Achievement

Administrative Involvement in
Academics

Graduation Requirements
Enrollment in Rigorous Programs
Recognition of Academic

Accomplishments
Academic Expectations
Quality/Pype of Homework
Uninterrupted Class Instruction

Teaching Conditions

Teachers' Salaries
Pupil Load/Class Size
Teacher Time for Planning
Collegial Work
Involvement in Decisions
Evaluations Emphasizing

Learning
Teacher Flodbility
Administrative Support for

Innovation
Clerical Support

These are just samples of the kinds of school context factors that influence

school performance and student learning. Clearly, it takes some ingenuity to find

appropriate indicators for such school features as "teaching cx nditions" and "press for

achievement." Moreover, no indicator will be useful alone; a comprehensive group

must be drawn from within each of several categories if the kind and quality of

education provided by a school or school system is to be seriously judged.

Understanding the potential benefits of a more comprehensive indicators

system, some states and districts have begun to collect such data as the level and use of

fiscal resources, qualifications of the teaching staff, courses offered, and students'

course taking patterns, as well as promotion and dropout rates of students and

information about students' backgrounds (McDonnell & Oakes, 1988).

CRITERIA FOR INTERPRETING INDICATORS

One of the greatest dangers of indicators is the ease with which they can be

misunderstoodmost often because they are used or interpreted in invalid ways, thus

giving false impressions. Some of the most common misinterpretations are caused by

using average test scorcs to indicate the cre.liof of schools or school districts.

Most people understand that, since schools serve students with very different

educational needs and starting points, student average test scores alone are not a valid

measure of thc quality of instruction offered. However, many do not understand that

even changes in a school's scores from one year to the next cannot capture the effects
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of school quality. The following mini-sample of two years of test scores from Lincoln

Junior High School suggests how changes in average scores can misrepresent true

student achievement.

Lincoln 111.S. Test Scores

1987 1988

10 9

9 8

8 7

7 6

2

36

Mean = 7.2

30

7.5

IMPII.MMNIMM14

The numbers represent individual student scores on a criterion-referenced test

given in two successive years. Although the increase in mean test scores (from 7.2 to

7.5) would suggest that the school is improving, in fact, the scores of all of its studeats

declined. The illusory improvement is due solely to the fact that the lowest-scoring

student is no longer listed, most likely because he transferred, dropped out, or waf;

placed in special education so his tcst scores wouldn't be counted. In fact, where this

type of measure is uscd to evaluate schools, especially when "high stakes," such as

rewards or sanctions, are attached to test scores, incentives are created for pushing low

scoring students out of the school, or at least out of the test score count (Darling-

Hammond, 1990a; Haney & Madaus, 1986).

This example illustrates one problem of validity. (Validity and reliability are

two of the technical features that are relevant in choosing and usi.3g an indicator.)

Validity does not inhere in the measure itself, but refers to the relationship

between the measure and the inference:, drawn from it. If averages hide information

about individual students, then interpretations about school or student progress drawn

from indicators based on trends in average test scores will be invalid. Similarly,

teachers' "teaching to a test" can invalidate the inferences made about test score

meanings. This is because tcst itcms are only meant to be samples of domains of
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learning, and the assumption that student performance on those items fairly represents

the broader domain of curriculum goals is violated when the focus of tcaching is on

only those items to appear on the test (Koretz, 1988).

Reliability refers tl the degree to which an indicator is free of random errors of

measurement. That is, whether a student's score on a test is likely to change

significantly from one administration to another; or whether statistics on a school's

curricular offerings are likely to vary depending on who is collecting thc data.

The problems of validity and reliability raise a numbcr of related concerns

which threaten the accurate interpretation of indicators.

Corruptibility of Indicators. Unfortunately, as argued above, it is possible to

change a measurement without causing a comparable change in the construct it is

supposed to measure. For example, the emphasis on basic skills test scores in reading

and mathematics has prompted teaching to the test, which can mean that the scores no

longer necessarily indicate students' general achievement, because students spend less

time on other subjects such as science, social studies, or the arts (Darling-Hammond &

Wise, 1985). It can also mcan that thr scores are no longer comprehensive assessments

of students' ability even in the tested subjects. As classwork becomes oriented narrowly

toward the test, aspects of the subjects that are not tested, such as analysis, complex

r(oblem-sowing, and written or oral expression, are left untaught.

Not surprisingly, since about 1970, while U.S. students' basic skills test scores

have been increa:ing, scores on assessments of higher order thinking skills have been

steadily declining in virtually all subject areas. Officials of the National Assessment of

Educational Progress, the National Research Council, and the National Councils of

Teachers of English and Mathematics, among others, have all attributed this decline to

schools' emphasis on tests of basic skills.

As the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) found: "Only 5 to

10 percent of students can move beyond initial readings of a test; most seem genuinely

puzzled at requests to explain or defend their points of view." The NAEP assessors

reported that current methods of teaching arid testing reading require short responses

and lower level cognitive thinking, resulting in "an emphasis on shallow and superficial
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opinions at the expense of reasoned and disciplined thought..., [thus] it is not surprising

that students fail to develop more comprehensive thinking and analytic skills" (NAEP,

1981).

Test scores arc not the only indicators that can be corrupted. Fe,c example,

indicators of student course taking may prove to mean something othr than what

policymakers intended if the courses are relabeled or modified to give them the

appearance of meeting requirements. When pressure is great to meet new standards,

schools with poor resources or shortages of qualified teachers may implement new

mathematics or science requirements quite differently from wealthy schools with high

achieving students. In one case, three years of science courses may mean three years

of warmed-over but reclassified general science lectures; in the other, it may mean a

full and rigorous sequence of biology, chemistry, and physics classes replete wiai

laboratory experiences. When an indicator has different meanings in different settings,

it suffers from problems of both reliability and validity, and cannot bc interpreted as

intended.

Clearly, for an indicator system to work, everyone participating in the

systemeven those who are only supplying the datanm t perceive it as serving their

needs and interests. To the extent that an indicator systcm either poses a threat, for

example, to student promotion, school funding, or staff job security, or offers th,.;

possibility of a rcward, the information fed into it will likely be corrupted. To the

extent that thc indicators in a high stakes situation are only partial measures of tti, real

goals, so too arc the unmeasured goals of the systcm likely to be sacrificed (Haney &

Madaus, 1986).

Scope of the Indicator System. Every indicator system necessa6y has its focus

or foci. However, indicators should also be broad enough to catch unintended side

effects. Otherwise, the ways in which policies affect thc educat:onal system may ge

unnoticcd, and incorrect inferences may bc drawn about what is actually occurring

(Koretz, 1989).

For instance, if a state or district does not have enough foreig:. language

teachers, a policy intended to increase enrollments in introductory Spanish can decrease

the number of advanced Spanish language courses offered as :eachers are dcalcted
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from one placement to another. Similarly, because there is limited room in the

curriculum unless time for schooling is increased, when only some aspects are

regulated, more emphasis on one subject may mean less on another. Increasing science

requirements may result in students' taking fewer history courses. Raising graduation

requirements may stimulate more course taking for some students but increase the

chance of dropping out for others.

If an indicator system is comprehensive, it will include measures of the many

aspects of Cie educational system: school resources and offerings, teacher availability

and qualifications, student participation and performance. This allows unintended side

effects to be monitored and appropriate changes to be made in order to pursue the

genuine goals of the policies.

Making Fair Comparisons. Accountability systems often involve comparing

schools and school districts. Moreover, rewards and punishments are increasingly

associated with doing well or poorly on these comparison& Thus, it is important that

comparisons are set up fairly. This means that school outcomes cannot be compared

without also comparing populations (and population shifts over time), resources, and

even educational goals.

One way to create fair comparisons is to develop longitudinal measures of

student progresscriterion-referenced meastires of how much each pupil has learned

over a period of timeas a basis for aggregating the gain scores for students by

schools. This approach, used on a limited basis in some New York City schools, more

accurately examines student progress than does the standard practice of comparing the

scores of schools with very different student populations, or even the practice of looking

at changes in average test scores (say, for two different groups of third grade students

at two different poinis in time), particularly in schools with high levels of student

mobility.

Another strategy is to compare schools with "like" schools, California, for

example, provides each school with a detailed report comparing it to schools with

similar student bodies on a wide range of indicators. These indicators include students'

participation rates in academic courses, attendance and dropout rates, social attitudes
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and perceptions regarding the school; and mobility data and test score information

disaggregated by income group (Archbald & Newmann, 1988).

The California approach, although not perfect, is a marked improvement over

a statistical strategy that has sometimegi been used to "adjust" schools' test scores, based

on student characteristics. Unfortunately, these technical "adjustment" formulas reify

the effects of discriminatory schooling practices by obscuring differences in resources in

low-income and minorizy schools that should be highlighted if comparisons in the

service of genuine accountability are to be made.

An example of how comparative indicators may be used to obscure or

illuminate factors influencing achievement can be seen in the case of mathematics

learning. Data from many sources have long shown differential achievement between

non-Asian minority students and white students in mathematics. Yet, comparative

indicators have only recently demonstrated that mathematics course takingwhich is

strongly related to achievement test scoresvaries substantially by racial/ethnic group.

In fact, for students :siith similar course taking records, achievement test score

differences by race or ethnicity virtually disappear (Oakes, 1989).

The inequalities in course taking are in large part due to the fact that schools

serving minority, low-income, and inner-city students have far fewer qualified teachers

and offer many fewer advanced courses than more advantaged schools do (Oakes,

Ormseth, Bell, & Camp, 1990; Darling-Hammond, 1990b). Comparisons of test scores

that ignore these factors hold little promise of directing policymakers' attention to

rectifying the real sources of the problem.

INDICATORS AND POLICY

Although indicators don't provide policy text, they do provide policy fodder,

and they are powerful political tools. On one hand, indicators can generate public

opinion in favor of policies that may be educationally beneficialsuch as recruiting a

greater supply of well-qualifled mathematics teachers in order to support a richer

mathematics curriculum for all students. On the other, they may indirectly persuade
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the public to endorse policies that are educationally harmfulsuch as using test scores

as the basis for student promotion.'

More directly, indicators are increasingly being used to evaluate teachers and

judge schools, and in general as an "anxiety factor" to generate school improvement.

Some of the dysfunctional consequences of misusing specific measures as tools for

prodding school change were noted above. Where rewards and sanctions are

automatically triggered by increases or decreases on limited measures, the perverse

side-effects are still more dangerous, since students who perform poorly may be pushed

out and talented staff may reject assignments at schools serving children with more

challenging educational needs.

Under these conditions, indicators can be seen as undermining, rather than

enhancing, genuine accountability, since they are used to shirk responsibility for careful

analysis and complex decisionmaking in favor of simplistic, though damaging, "cures." If

policymakers and educators are to be truly accountable for serving students in

responsible and responsive ways, they must use information about educational

conditions along with knowledge of sound educational practices to evaluate where

changes are warranted and to adopt strategies that will support student success.

Ultimately, indicators should be seen as one set of inputs into a process of

"reflective policymaking" and as grist for a related process of reflective school

dedsionmaking. They should help identify areas where further examination is called

for and provide clues to promising lines of effort.

WHO SHOULD CHOOSE THE INDICATORS?

Any education accountability system contains not only indicators, but

mechanisms which make mrtain individuals (teachers, principals, etc.) responsible to

others. Until now, the tendency has been to build accountability systems top-down.

Most recent indicator systems have been largely defined by states, and they have helped

' While a recei poll found that three-fourths of the public favored testing as a prerequisite for
promotion and graduation (U.S. Department of Education, 1987), research demonstrates that students who
are retained in grade ultimately learn less and are more likely to drop out than students of equal
achievement levels who were promoted (Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Carnegie Council on Adolescent
Development, 1989).

23

29



to consolidate decisionmaking authority at the state level. Often, school districts have

had to shift curriculum priorities in order to succeed according to the states' indicator

systems. The result has sometimes been a de-emphasis on types of learning that had

been valued in their local communities. Thus, one of the strengths, as well as dangers,

f an indicator system is that, at the same time as it may make education more

accountable to those who choose the indicators, it can also decrease the responsiveness

of the system to others.

In order to be responsive to local parents and to the individual needs of

students, local schools often need to collect information that is quite different from that

required by the state. They must collect information that is useful for deciding what is

working or failing in a particular school, academic track, or classroom. More

important, since research on school improvement demonstrates the importance of the

school site as the locus for change (Oakes, 1989), locally developed indicators may

prove to be more effective educationally (see section below).

Because there has been so much accountability activity at the state and

national levels, it might be easy to forget that both the state and federal governments

are only acting on behalf of parents and other citizens. Thus, regardless of where they

are instituted, indicators should provide real and understandable information about the

quality of education being offered. And, because parents may respone 3 indicator

iniormation by enrolling or taking their child out of a school, it is important that this

information be as rich as possibleand certainly not misrepresentwhat is going on in

a particular school or school district.

Cr-IcLusioN

Policymakers are just beginning to go beyond such rudimentary output

indicators as students' test scores to understand school resources and activities. This

wider notion of indicators is essential for any inferences about the meaning of

educational outputs.

The development of school context indicators is particularly important, and

identifying the appropriate formats for eliciting needed information takes some effort.

An important point to keep in mind is that school context can only be elicited by
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multiple indicators that simultaneously cover such arenas as access to knowledge, press

for achievement, and professional teaching conditions.

Whether the indicators focus on inputs or outputs, care must be taken to

protect the technical quality of the data, to create a level of analysis that isolates

important within-school differences in learning opportunities, and to ensure that across-

school comparisons arc fair. It is also important to exercise continual vigilance about

the corruptibility of indicators, so that they not be used in a short-sighted manner that

obscures the realities of what schools are offering, and to whom.

While indicators aim to monitor the health or status of a school system in

order to inform policy, their policy implications can easily be overblown. Indicators

cannot provide the specifically designed and detailed information necessary to answer

fundamental research questions or evaluate specific programs and policies, nor can they

define what is good education or desirable educational legislation.'

Finally, indicators are not a substitute for either educational ideas or decisions

about which policies should be implemented. The latter will always be influenced by

values as well as knowledge. As Oakes has written, "Indicators can not remove

fundamental decisions about schooling from the political processfrom the reflection

and debate among policymakers and the public ultimately responsible for its healthy

functioning" (1986, p. 23).



CREATING ACCOUNTABILITY AT THE SCHOOL LEVEL

THE ROLE OF TESTING

In the quest for accountability there has becn a tendency to look to testing as a

major mode of measurement and a tool for reform. Unfortunately, tcsting does not

ensure that schools will teach students well or responsibly, or that students will learn

what their parents and the public want them to knoy . Two recent major studies of

American education have called attention to the degradation of learning that has

accompanied the growth of standardized testing. Erncst Boyer's study (1983) of

American high schools found an overabundance of tcaching consisting of the transmittal

of "fragments of information, unexamined and unanalyzcd." Boyer notcs:

The -essure is on to teach the skills that can be counted and
rep(' id. As one teacher said, "We are so hung up on reporting
measured gains to the community on nationally normed tests that wc
ignore tcaching those areas where it can't be donc."

Similarly, John Good lad (1984) found in his massive study of more than 1000

American classrooms that for the most part, students listen, rcad short scctions in

textbooks, respond briefly to questions, and take short-answer or multiple-choice

quirzes. They rarely plan or initiate, create their own products, read or writc anything

substantial, or engage in analytic discussions. And there are fcw incentives for their

teachcrs to pursue these approaches. As Good lad comments:

Teachers are sensitive to the pressures that statc and district testing
programs place on them. They get the message. Thc other
messagesthat there are goals bcyond those that the tests measure,
that pursuing such goals calls for alternative teaching strategies, that
the fundamentals of thc curriculum transcend grade-level
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requirementsare faint to begin with, and they are drowned out by
the more immediate and stronger message...

These studies point out how important it is for schools to choose their

"accountability tools" carefully. If performance measures are actually to support

meaningful accountability, they must assess and encourage valuable kinds of learning

for students. Furthermore, for such tools to be useful at the school level, they must

illumimte how individual students are progressing, and they must be accompanied by

methods for figuring out how changes in practice might be made to imprnve stulent

learning.

CRFATING AN ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM

As noted in the first section, an accountability system is a set of commitments,

policies, and practices that are designed to create and nurture good practices and

continual self-evaluation.

Thus, the ways in which schools hire, support, and evaluate staff arc part of a

genuine accountability system. So are the ways in which they structure teaching and

learning; make decisions about curriculum; develop policies about student grouping,

promotion, and discipline; .reate communication mechanisms between and among

teachers, students, and parents to solve problems that arise; and develop means for

evaluating how individual children and the school as a whole are performing.

Schools vary in the responsibility of their educational practice, as well as in

their responsiveness to the needs and views of students, parents, and staff. For

example, a school that exercises great care in hiring and supporting competent and

committed staff is a more responsible school than one that either hires teachers without

adequate consideration of their competence or places teachers in conditions that

undcrmine thcir ability to teach vimpetently. A school that provides many occasions

for faculty to meet with each other and with parcnts to evaluate and discuss thcir

teaching and students' progress is a more responsive school than one that provides no

opportunities for staff and parents to engage ii problem-solving to promote improved

teaching strategies. A school that ensures that students receive individual attention to

their needs (and actively seeks out knowledge to meet those needs) is a more

responsible school than one that treats students en masse, allowing many to fail.
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The point is that accountability is achieved only if a school's policies and

practices work both to provide good education and to correct problems as they occur.

Both performance indicators and ongoing diagnostic processes are needed to evaluate

whether these conditions are being met. These processes include occasions to assess

how the school is functioning and how well individual student needs are being met.

They also include methods for changing school practiceseven restructuring certain

aspects of schoolingif they are not working well on behalf of students.

WORKING WITH DIFFERENT LEVELS OF ACCOUNTABILITY

All schools are different. No top-down management structure can fully serve

the unique needs of teachers and students in a particular setting (Lieberman & Miller,

1990). While centrally-collected and analyzed information can sometimes be useful to a

school in identifying issues for further consideration, the school's improvement

strategies must be based on local goals, issues, problems, and change processes, as well

as on more fine-grained, immediately relevant information. To recognize the unique

qualities and to analyze the special challenges of a school, each school must design its

own accountability structures.

Unfortunately, top-clown accountability systems that consume a good deal of a

school's time and resources can sometimes discourage individual schools from working

to achieve their own accountability systems. Nonetheless, if schools do not work

themselves to create more responsible and responsive practices, others outside the

school are certain to fill the void with even more intrusive approaches that are less

likely to demonstrate sensitivity to the school context or a full appreciation of the

school's strcngths and human resourcesits faculty, parents, and students.

Ultimately, each level of the system must assume its appropriate sharc of

responsibility:

The state and the district central office must each be accountable for
the policies they adopt: ensuring that thcir decisionmaking processes
rely on the best available knowledge and the interests of children, and
evaluating the subsequent effects of the policieson teaching and
learning, on student access to opportunities, on time for teaching, on
the extent of paperwork created, etc. They must assume responsibility
for equity in the distribution of school resources, and for creating
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processes that keep them responsive to the needs and concerns of
parents, students, and school-level staff.

The school must be accountable for adopting policies that reflect
professional knowledge and the interests of children, for equity in the
distribution of learning opportunities to children, for establishing
means by which staff can continually learn and refine their skills, for
creating processes for communication as well as for problem
identification and problem-solving, and for creating methods for
involving and responding to parents, students, and staff concerns and
ideas.

Teachers and other staff must be accountable for identifying and
meeting the needs of individual students responsibly and
knowledgeably based on professional standards of practice, for
continually evaluating how well their practices are accomplishing this
goal, for seeking new knowledge and information, and continually
revising their strategies to better meet the needs of students.

An accountability system helps everyone to do his or her job more responsibly

by providing information about school practices and outcomes along with occasions for

learning, consultation, and problem-solving.

CREATING PROCESSES THAT ENHANCE SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

Professionals are obliged to do whatever is best for their clients based on the

best available knowledge in their fields. Thus, at the school level, where good

education is defined as meeting the needs of individual students, arguably the most

important form of accountability is professional accountability.

Professional accountability seeks to support practices that arc learner-centered

and knowledge-based. This form of accountability focuses on strategies that are

intended to ensure that:

1) All individuals permitted to practice are competent to do so
responsibly;

2) where knowledge about appropriate practice exists, it is used in making
decisions;

3) where certainty about practice (or about the best solution to a
particular student need or problem) does not exist,
pry ctitionersindividually and clUectively, through inquiry and
consultationcontinuallyseek to discover the most responsible course
of action.
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In contrast to bureaucratic accountability, which can only ensure uniform

procedures, professional accountability seeks to ensure responsible decisionmaking. It

exchanges regulations that prescribe what is to be taught, when, and how for greater

investments in teacher competence. These investments are made through rigorous and

meaningful education, certification, selection, and evaluation, along with opportunities

for ongoing learning, shared inquiry, and consultation (Darling-Hammond, 1990c). A

professional accountability strategy is needed in education because the complexities of

teaching and learning demand that educators be trustedand be trustworthyto make

difficult decisions about the special, infinitely variable needs of individual students.

To create professional accountability, a system must pay particular attention to

the following:

personnel policies governing the hiring, assignment, and evaluation of
teachers and other staff;

opportunities for professional development, shared inquiry, and
consultation about problems of practice (means for fostering the use of
professional knowledge beyond that represented in thc experiences of
individual teachers);

assessment vehicles for cor.nually evaluating classroom and school
practices, as well as student progress;

the creation of incentives to sustain teacher (and other staff) learning,
self-evaluation, and a ignesf o assumc teaching and leadership
challenges within the c1F. ,room and the school.

Collecth,e problem-solving is a second major aspect of school accountability. It

is the cffort to establish an inquiry ethic and a commitment to identify, analyze, and

address issues or problems that might impede student and school progress. Such an

ethos must be supported by methods for continually evaluating what is going on, asking

not just what is occurring but also why it is happening and whether existing practices

are accomplishing what the school community wants to accomplish. These questions

should not be raised only once or twice a year, when the students are tested or the

annual needs assessment form is filled out. Rather, they shoukl bc raised in every

faculty and team meeting, on every occasion when faculty and students arc striving to

meet their goals, at every juncture when any kind of stock-taking occurs.
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In a few schools, this kind of collective questioning and reflection is frequent.

More commonly, teacher isolation his worked against collective accountability, while

centralized planning, decisionmaking, and evaluation have often removed occasions as

well as incentives for this kind of activity at the school level.

Yet, if schools are to become more responsive and open to change, they must

find waysas other professional organizations have doneto make evaluation and

assessment part of their everyday activities. Just as hospitals have standing committees

of staff that meet regularly to discuss the effectiveness of various aspects of the

hospital's functioning (surgery, pathology, epidemiology, etc.), so schools must have

regularized occasions for examining their practices. And just as lawyers, doctors,

psychologists, social workers, and other professionals use case conferences and other

forms of consultation as opportunities to share knowledge and solve problems on

behalf of their clients, teachers also must have opportunities to profit from theii

colleagues' knowledge and perspectives on behalf of their students.

The first type of evaluation, teacher involvement in peer review of practice, can

Mk several diffc:ent forms. Standing committees, such as those uscd in horpitals, can

meet regularly to review practices in different areasparent-school relations, student

grading and promotion policies, academic progress, the quality of particular programs

or curricula, the organization of instruction, and so on. Ad hoc committees can be

formed to work on special issues. Faculty meetings might be used to investigate

curricular strategies and other matters within and across departments or grade levels.

These regularized evaluation activities provide opportunities for using assessment data

and other feedback to inform decisionmaking.

The creation of consultation structures provides a second mechanism for

accountability. Structures can include opportunities for staff to review an individual

student's progress or for collective assessments of how to help students with difficulties.

They can also include joint planning activities of faculty teams to foster collegial

relationships among teachers that support consultation about curriculum concerns,

teaching methods, and problems of practice.

Central Park East, a New York City elementary school, uses both peer review

of practice and collective consultation mechanisms to ensure that school and student
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concerns are continually aired, and that collaborative problem-solving occurs. Among

many other activities, the staff have two different weekly meetings for this purpose.

One meeting is used either for a student review or a curriculum review. In the first

instance, a teacher discusses the status of an individual student, and facult members

add their observations about the child, about teaching strategies or interpersonal

approaches that may be useful, and about research or experience that pertains to some

of the issues being raised. The process enriches everyone's understanding about both

the particular child under discussion and about teaching in general Curriculum review

meetings use a similar strategy to examine a particular curricular issue of concern in the

school

The other weekly meeting deals with schoolwide concerns, such as multicultural

education, parent-school relations, or school assessment- Here, as is the case with the

student or curriculum review, faculty members' observations, information collected in

the classroom, school, or home setting, and pieces of assessment data (at the student,

classroom, or school level) may ground certain aspects of the discussion. These and

other processes help members of the school community assume responsibility for the

welfare of students and for the life of the school. They promote genuine r tountability

by creating an engine for continual reflection, evaluation, and change.

CREATING INDICES THAT ENHANCE SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

To support a school's evaluative efforts, a school level indicat r system must

provide useful information about the school context, that is, what the school is doing, as

well as how well students are achleving.

Measures of Student Learning. As "outcome" measures, most commercially

published standardized tests are not sensitive to differences in school curricular

offerings, and so do not really assess the opportunities for learning that students are

afforded in various classrooms and schools (Madaus et al., 1979). To elicit a better

measure of a school's effectiveness, there are several options. Most conventional are

the curriculum-based tests constructed by some states and school districts, which reflect

more precisely curriculum goals and variations in school ;..aching (Madaus et al., 1979).

In addition, a number of less traditional options are also being developed,

including portfolios, exhibitions, demonstrations, and other performance-based
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assessments. In contrast to multiph-choice standardized tests, these assessment

strategies present ill-structured problems zhat require students to think analytically and

demonstrate their proficiency as they would in a real-iiie performance situation.

(Archbald & Newmann, 1988).

Much like the kinds of assessments that prevail in most other countries around

the world (where multiple-choice testing has not gained much popularity), these

approaches include essay examinations, research projects, scientific experiments, oral

exhibitions, and performances in areas like debating and the arts. They also include

portfolios of students' best work in various subject areas, and group projects that

require analysis, investigation, experimentation, cooperation, and written, oral, or

graphic presentation of findings. Often the assessment occasion requires students to

respond to questions from classmates or horn external examiners, thus helping them

learn to think through and defend their views (Coalition of Essential Schools, 1990;

Archbald & Newmann, 1988).

In addition to helping teachers and the students themselves evaluate what the

students can real6) do, these approaches serve as expressive tools for students and are

highly motivating. Sizcr points out that they are as much inspiration as measurement:

"Giving kids a really good target is the best way to teach them... And if the goal is cast

in an interesting way, you greatly increase the chances of their achieving it" (Coalition

of Essential Schools, 1990, p. 1).

A number of schools, such as those in the Coalition of Essential Schools, are

engaged ir creating authentic assessments of student learning. In addition, states like

Vermont, California, Connecticut, and New York are beginning to experiment with new

forms of assessment. Vermont is developing stu.:2n! portfolios as the basis of its state

assessment system. Connecticut and New York have begun to develop performance-

based assessments that require students to perform a science experiment or solve a real

world problem using mathematical and scientific concepts rather than to complete a

multiple-choice test. Maryland has developed a writing assessment that engages

students in complex writing tasks, sometimes requiring several days of work, including

revisions, as part of the examination process. Districts such as Shoreham-Wading

River, New York; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and Albuquerque, New Mexico, are also

creating authentic assessments to take the place of standardized testing. An Urban
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School District Consortium recently launched by the Amcrican Federation of Teachers

has a large and growing list of members collaborating in the development of

performance assessments. A special federal task force has bccn convened to examinc

alternatives to standardized testing foe Chaptcr 1 compenadtory education programs.

Of course, performance tests must still addrcss the problems that have

confronted previous generations of standardized tests. First, although studies have

shown that raters can achieve a high degree of agreement about essays and pot tfoiios,

the problems of cultural bias that also plague existing standardized tests rcmain

unresolved. In fact, there are indications that minority studcnts may do better on some

kinds of performance tcsts and more poorly on others, depending on thc ways in which

tasks have been selected and on the scoring critcria and processes. Sccond, the time

and training needed to score performance tests will surely seem less efficient when

comparcd to the 10,000 mechanically sc,jred tcsts per hour that the Educational Testing

Service now achieves: states and school districts that are strapped for funds may bc

hard pressed to chocsc performance tests until thcir benefits arc widely viewed as

justifying thc costs. Third, although these tests are bcing mandated to cnrich teaching

and learning, the vet), pressure of any "high stakes" program could work against these

goals. Depending on the nature of assessment tasks, somc evidence suggests that

instruction can be geared quite narrowly to the format or content of performance

assessments, just like other tests (Ascher, 1990). To fulfill their promise, performance

assessments will need to bc constructed to draw on a wide range of analytic skills and

higher-order conceptual abilities, as well as on developed performance capacities, so

that teaching for them can only be accomplished by maintaining broad and enriched

goals for student learning.

Regardless of which testing instruments schools may currently need to use to

satisfy existing state or federal requirements, local school staff should examine how they

can be more genuinely accountable for valued student learning by creating means for

examining what students are actually able to do demonstrations of mastery that

respond to students' desires to achieve and to show their competence, and to the

community's long-range goals for its students.

Measures of Sehool Petformance. To inform school decisionmaking and

improve practice, a' lssments of what students arc learning must be accompanied by
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assessments of what the school is doing. In the previous section, some school context

variables important to school effectiveness were discussed. Thcy include features that

control students' access to knowledge, the school's press for achievement, and

professional teaching conditions. With creativity, a set of indicators can be devised for

each one. For example, the press for achievement might be elicited by measures

concerning the proportion of students enrolled in rigorous programs, the school's

recognition of academic accomplishments, the extent to which time for leaching and

learning is safeguarded from interruptions or fragmentation, and thc quality and type of

homework assigned in various classes. Using a number of such indicators for each of

these three areas is a good way to begin to evaluate the quality of education provided

by an individual w.thool.

School indicators should look at the school environment holistically, describing

the quality of children's school experiences. Indicators can consist of systematic

observations by faculty of student behavior or of classroom and school practices;

information derived from surveys, interviews, or focused conversations with students,

parents, or staff; counts of particular events or aggregations of recorded data; and

structured evaluations of school or student performance.

Indicators of the school's performance should always start with questions of

how students are doing: their attendance and sense of connection to school,

resourcefulness, self-esteem, sense of responsibility, civic and social growth, and other

desired attributes along with academic achievement. However, these indicators should

be expanded to reflect factors that structure students' experiences of schooling:

Who teaches what to whom? (What is the distribution of teaching
expertise and curricular opportunity?)

How is time allocated across activities and subject areas?

What opportunities arc there for each child to have success and build
on strengths?

What kinds of extra- or co-curricular opportunities are available? How
many children are able to participate?

How are teachers and students grouped for instruction? What are the
probabilities that each child will have an adult advocate wlio knows
him or her intimately and can be responsible for his or her welfare?
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How and how often are parents involved in school activities and
decisions? What decisions are students involved in making? What
about teachers and other staff?

How is class thne used? How much time is spent on lecture, seatwork,
student projects, laboratory work, writing, problem-solving? What kinds
of tasks are students asked to perform?

What kinds of intellectual material do students encounter? Does this
vary by classroom, group, or track?

What do students think about their school experiences? What aspects
of their experience do they Fuld motivating? What aspects are
discouraging?

What do parents think about their children's school experiences?

What aspects of students' home experiences are important contributors
to the students' schooling experience as well as to the school's efforts
to make connections with parents? (e.g., family structure and
circumstances, distance from school, student employment outside of
school, and so on).

With questions like these driving the development of indicators, school faculty

can use their findings to make well-grounded decisions, to identify areas in which they

want to work on change, and to establish benchmarks for tracking their successes.

GOING WITHIN AND BEYOND THE SCHOOL AS A UNIT

Although school-based analyses can provide rich data, for some educational

issues the school is either too small or too large a unit of analysis. For example,

schools with tracks and other educational gioupings offer students greatly varied

opportunities to learn. Thus, it is important to know not only whether a school offers

calculus, for example, but which students can take this courseand what the

mathematics options are for those students who cannot enroll in calculus. Similarly, is

the training of teachers equally good in general track classes as in classes serving the

academic track? In the same vein, while a school may contain computer equipment,

computers may be differentially available to students in a general and academic track.

Moreover, the ways in which computers are usedfor drill, or for programming and

problem-solvingmay differ depending on the track.

At the same time, to answer questions of equity, such as desegregation or

school finance, one must go beyond school level data. For example, there is good
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evidence that state education formulas set urban systems at a disadvantage in some

states and poor rural districts at a disadvantage in others. Within urban districts,

resource allocations also tend to discriminate against the poorest (and most nonwhite)

schooLs (Ascher, 1989; Fruchter, 1989). Thus, for parents to be sure that their child is

receiving equitable resources, the resources available at their school must be compared

to those at other schools, in the district and beyond.

INDICATORS AS INCENTIVES

Research consistently suggests that people will do more in the areas in which

they are evaluated. This is why assessments are so powerful. Indicators not only

measure reality, but they change it When indicators come with stakes attached
school accreditation, financial incentives, student promotion or graduation, and so

onchanges in behavior can be predicted ;Pith great certainty (Haney & Madaus,

1986). Depending on the circumstances, the type of measure, and the stakes attached,

the indicators may cease to measure what they were originally intended to measure

(Darling-Hammond, 1988).

As noted, the effects of high stakes indicators can sometimes be

counterproductive. For example, when teachers and principals are given rewards

according to student outcomes averaged at the school building level, two immediate

incentives are created: for schools to try to keep out, or push out, low-scoring students;

and for talented teachers and administrators to transfer out of schools serving

educationally disadvantaged students. Obviously, neither outcome serves the goals of

the policy. Instead, schools become less accountable rather than more so.

On the other hand, well-conceived indicators that are appropriately used can

serve as positive incentives for school improvement. If indicators of student learning

encourage students and teachers to focus on important skills and abilities, if they help

identify needs or problems so that they can be better addressed, then they will support

responsive schooling. Similarly, if indicators of school context or performance help

faculties and school communities to monitor the quality and the equality of

opportunities made available to students, if they provide rich information for school-

based problem-solving, then they will support responsible decisionmaking and, in the

long run, more accountable education.
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